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Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez marked the second anniversary of his presidency Feb. 2 with
several days of celebrations and a promise that improvements in the country would make another
coup unnecessary. Meanwhile, Chavez has made several Cabinet changes and backed efforts to
crack down on tax evaders and to reform education.
Chavez led a caravan of supporters through four Venezuelan cities on Feb. 4 on the ninth
anniversary of the failed military coup against former President Carlos Andres Perez. More than
3,000 supporters followed the president in buses and cars along the route of the 1992 coup attempt
through Valencia, Maracay, La Victoria, and Caracas. Chavez called the 1992 uprising the birth of his
"peaceful revolution" to dismantle a corrupt oligarchy and lift Venezuelans from poverty.
He said Feb. 4 is as important a date for Venezuelans as is the date of the country's independence
from Spain on April 19, 1810. Asamblea Nacional (AN) president Willian Lara, a leader of Chavez's
Movimiento V Republica (MVR), said leaders of the 1992 coup attempt hoped to free the country
from a regime "made illegitimate by corruption and insensitivity."
Addressing a brigade of soldiers in Maracay, Chavez said he would fulfill his promises to root out
corruption and raise the standard of living for Venezuela's poor majority, eliminating the possibility
of another coup. "This revolutionary government and the changes that we are making to end misery
and corruption...will keep popular or military rebellions from occurring again." he said. In his two
years in office, Chavez has pushed through radical political reforms. He oversaw the drafting of a
new Constitution that lengthened the presidential term from five to six years and allows immediate
re-election. He was elected to his current term on July 28, 2000.
Through several elections, Congress, the Supreme Court, and most state governments are now in
the hands of his supporters. Chavez has almost fanatical backing from the poor, while the middle
and upper classes accuse him of amassing near- dictatorial powers. Despite the largest oil reserves
outside the Middle East, Venezuela has one of the widest gaps between rich and poor in the region,
and more than 75% of its 24 million inhabitants live in poverty.

Chavez pushes agenda despite some opposition
On Jan. 17, Chavez led a raid on a company accused of tax evasion, demonstrating his commitment
to wage war on widespread tax fraud. Chavez said he went as a "special guest" on the morning raid.
"We have a firm commitment to make Venezuela a decent country," Chavez said in a speech at the
Foreign Ministry. He called tax evaders a "corrupt mafia" who were increasing the poverty of most
Venezuelans. Official figures put income-tax evasion at 66% and evasion of the value-added tax
(impuesto al valor agregado, IVA) at 40%.
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On Jan. 19, in the largest protest against the government since Chavez took office, about 5,000
parents and teachers marched to protest a new decree that allows the Ministry of Education to
fire teachers and administrators in private and public schools based on input from government
supervisors. Critics of the decree fear the ministry will fire those who oppose Chavez's "Bolivarian"
ideology, loosely based on the ideas of independence hero Simon Bolivar.
Education Minister Hector Navarro said he created the new inspectors because teachers' unions had
too much control of education supervision under the old system. Chavez says reforms are needed
to make education more accessible to poor children. Shortly after becoming president in 1998, he
abolished registration fees in public schools, which he says allowed 400,000 new students to enroll.
At the end of the march, the Federacion Venezolana de Maestros (FVM) presented the AN with a
proposal for a new education law that modifies the policies of the Education Ministry.
On Feb. 7, Chavez participated in another march by thousands of parents, teachers, and students
who support the education reforms. Chavez criticized private educators as "education salespeople"
charging high admissions fees. He warned that he could withdraw state funding to private
schools. "But, we don't want to do that," he said. Navarro said the march was "not against private
education," but in "defense of public education and an education policy that the government is
backing to build a revolutionary culture." Vice Minister of Education Maryann Hanson said the
Ministry "recognizes that we erred in not clearly explaining the provisions of the decree before it
was enacted, but we are willing to sit down and dialogue about it."

Chavez shuffles Cabinet
On Jan. 24, Interior Minister Luis Alfonso Davila told the AN that he was "incapable of resolving in
one year" the problem of violent crime, which has been called a "public calamity." Davila blamed
previous administrations, while Vice Minister of Citizen Security Gen. Franciso Belisario Landis
blamed the new criminal code (Codigo Organico Procesal Penal, COPP), in effect since July 1, 1999,
because it released nearly 7,000 criminals in less than a year. Davila, a retired general and a leader
of the MVR, was responding to critics who accused him of ineffectiveness. His admission set off
speculation that he would soon be replaced.
On Feb. 2, Chavez appointed Foreign Minister Jose Vicente Rangel as his new defense minister, the
first civilian to hold the post since the 1920s. Chavez announced the surprise move during a parade
to commemorate his second anniversary in office. Rangel, a 71-year-old former journalist, called
his appointment "a confirmation of the alliance between civilian society, the people, and the armed
forces." "I hope that this will be interpreted as a demonstration that Venezuela has consolidated a
democratic process in which military people can head civilian ministries and civilians can head the
Defense Ministry," said Rangel. Rangel will replace Gen. Eliecer Hurtado, who will take over the
Ministry of Infrastructure. Rangel said his first act as defense minister would be to beef up security
along the western border with Colombia, where campesinos have complained of incursions by
armed bands.
Chavez also announced the appointment of Luis Miquilena as minister of interior. Miquilena
headed the Interior Ministry between February 1999 and July 1999. Davila will become foreign
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relations minister, and Ismael Hurtado will replace Gen. Alberto Esqueda, who resigned Jan. 18, as
infrastructure minister. Chavez maintains strong support The president's approval ratings, although
down slightly, remain over 50%, and economic forecasts for the year are upbeat.
Opposition is weak and dispersed, although the governing coalition has its own internal problems.
Vicente Leon, director of the polling firm Datanalisis, said Chavez has the highest approval ratings
of any Venezuelan president two years into their term. Datanalisis' economic projections coincide
with several investment-risk analysis firms. The GDP is expected to grow by 5% this year, up from
last year's 3.5%. Sectors expected to account for most of the growth are telecommunications, power,
construction, petrochemicals, and gas.
Deputy Rodrigo Cabezas, vice president of the AN finance committee, said 2001 would provide "an
excellent opportunity for growth" for all sectors of the economy. "It looks like we're finally moving
away from all the political noise," he said. "The risk of political instability has been eliminated from
the business community's mind," said Leon. "It is clear to everyone that Chavez will be there [in
office] for at least six years." But administration officials admit off the record that the president is in
a race against time to provide lasting responses to serious problems like poverty, unemployment,
and violent crime.

-- End --
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